but without the aching wounds left in a grown man by the
memory of possession. Love, in general. . .'

c Listen,5 said Helene. * When I said there was a woman
behind this I wasn't talking about a childish romance. It is
my opinion that Antoine has a mistress.'

Michaud again burst out laughing, but after due reflec-
tion, had to agree that the theory was worth considering.
After all, a boy of sixteen is subject to the law of his species
just like a man. From the moment the mechanism exists,
the function, despite all bans and prohibitions, seeks to
fulfil itself. No, it was not impossible that Antoine had a
mistress. All the same, Michaud conceived it as a purely
theoretic possibility, which did not advance matters.
Helene was inclined to be more definite. Reviewing
Antoine's attitude during the last two months, she found
evidence in support of the woman hypothesis. In the
course of this second term, he had fallen into new habits,
such as that of coming home at six or seven o'clock instead
of at half-past four on the pretext of working with Tiercelin,
or of visiting an exhibition, or getting a pound of butter at
sixty francs from a friend at Aubervilliers. In the end, his
late arrivals became a matter of course and were accepted
without explanation.

* God in Heaven !' exclaimed Michaud pompously. * If
I had only known ! But nobody tells me anything, and when
the harm is done, we're surprised. ... *

f But you did know. I mentioned it to you several times,
and you said it didn't matter/

On one occasion when he came back at eight o'clock,
Antoine had pleaded a round-up on the boulevard, followed
by verifications of identity-cards at Police Headquarters,
and his father had thought the story highly dubious. More-
over there had been a number of other indications, passed
over at the time, which now began to look ominous. Not